This an extraordinary book, written by a constellation of renowned researchers and practitioners. The subject, defined by John Dickerson in his introductory chapter, is nutrition as it affects 'the processes by which the fertilized ovum is transformed into a mature individual'. There follow six chapters mainly on the prenatal influences on the ovum and fetus, the last being a detailed overview and update by Keith Godfrey and David Barker on programming and the 'fetal origins' hypothesis. After that the emphasis changes, with five practical chapters on nutrition in infancy and (to a lesser extent) childhood. These cover the nutritional requirements for normal and low birthweight infants, as well as issues of undernutrition and malnutrition. The book is full of beautifully turned phrases which bring the script alive and will doubtless appear on Powerpoint presentations in the future-for instance, 'processes whose timing is subject to nature, nurture and nutrition' (Dickerson); 'Milk is nutrients packaged for the journey from breast to gut' (Weaver and Prentice); '. . . ''cruising'' round the furniture with great enthusiasm . . .' (Poskitt).
Does the book do what it says on the lid? In his foreword, Brian Wharton says 'The effects of nutrition and nutritional stress depend on a triad of influences, the genes of an individual, the stage of development he or she has reached and the circumstances in which they live. This book describes the middle factor'. This is true. I confess I was also hoping to find information on aspects of the pathophysiology of nutrition in diseases in infancy and childhood which are not organ or disease specific-e.g. the effects of inflammation and disordered metabolism in conditions such as Crohn's disease, cystic fibrosis, chronic renal failure and cyanotic congenital heart disease, all of which affect growth and development-but that is for another book.
Nutrition in Early Life is said to be aimed for students, but which students? From the list on the back, clearly the editors are aiming for a wide readership. I can think of few who would not benefit from reading the first chapter, an overview written in clear readable style with user-friendly tables and diagrams, and the prenatal and perinatal chapters offer a good introduction for research students. The later chapters will appeal to clinical students and to trainees working for DCH or MRCPCH; community and hospitalbased paediatricians will find them useful for their continuing professional development. For those like me who have sat on working parties trying to write nutrition guidelines, Margaret Lawson's 'Practical advice on food and nutrition for the mother, infant and child' will come as a breath of fresh air: in future, all we need to do is get copyright consent, find a photocopier and the deed is done.
What are the good features of this book? The first is that it has been written at all: the topic has been seriously neglected. Secondly, the authority, clarity and depth of the writing. My reservations? I feel that this is a book with two audiences. The first half is for basic scientists and the second for practitioners. However, there is no harm in seeing how the other half lives, and the price does not put one off a dual-purpose book. When searching for specific topics one needs to go through the chapter details in the front rather than the index at the back: I wanted to find something on vegan diets and vitamin B12. V in the index gives the page for vegetarianism but not vegans and the vitamins list shows only the fat-soluble ones. However, the text includes tables that contain exactly the information needed. Inevitably each author has personal and general interests so that there is some repetition (for example, of folic acid information). While 'Asian rickets' is rightly included, I was disappointed to see no mention of the 'African rickets' that we now encounter in the multicultural parts of the UK.
Would 
